This is indeed the case. Economics has three fundamental messages for natural resource utilization and environmental protection. First, economic analysis makes a compelling case for the proposition that an unfettered market system will often inefficiently exploit natural resources and generate excessive pollution. The incentives provided by a market system for natural and environmental resource exploitation can explain much of the degradation that we see in the world around us. Thus, economics makes a basic and persuasive case for the need for public intervention in the form of natural resource and environmental regulation.
Second, economics provides some guidance for the setting of standards for natural resource usage and environmental quality. For example, economics provides one approach to answering the question, "how clean should the environment be?" Often this approach is simply an application of the more general economic principle that any activity should be extended to the point where marginal benefits equal marginal costs. For some resources (e.g., fishery stocks), this principle must be amended in present value terms to account for the intertemporal (and biological) connection between actions taken today (e.g., harvesting) and the level of economic opportunities tomorrow.
Third, once we have determined the standards for resource usage or environmental quality, economics has some important things to say about the design of policy instruments to achieve these standards. In particular, economic analysis suggests how we can structure policy measures so as to realize our natural resource and environmental goals in the most effective and least cost ways.
The purpose of this course is to apply microeconomic analysis to a variety of important natural and environmental resources in order to more deeply understand the causes of resource and environmental degradation and evaluate the potential success of policy measures designed to protect and improve these critical resources.
